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 This M.A. thesis aims to examine postmodern realism in Gloria Naylor’s 
inaugural novel The Women of Brewster Place (1982, The Women hereafter). In the 
early 1980s, postmodernism, after having been on the literary stage for as long as two 
decades, began to decay. In the meantime, a trend of returning to realism was on the 
rise. Many contemporary writers start to use the realistic mode of writing again. 
Different from traditional realistic works, their new realistic works have their 
distinctive features. On the one hand, they adopt the realistic mode of writing to 
depict the common reality of human beings; on the other hand, they employ 
postmodern devices to put the reflected reality in question. Thus conflicts and internal 
tension develop within texts. Naylor’s The Women is one of the convincing 
illustrations of the new realistic or postmodern realistic works.  
The thesis consists of four chapters, in addition to Introduction and Conclusion. 
Introduction presents basic information about Gloria Naylor’s life experience, an 
overview of The Women and a literary review on the novel.  
The first chapter explores the theoretical background of postmodern realism. It 
begins with a discussion of the decline of postmodernism in the early 1980s, analyzes 
the subsequent return to realism, and further presents different interpretations of 
postmodern realism. Based on many critics’ opinions, this thesis attempts to argue that 
postmodern realism is a co-existence of realism and postmodernism, and the 
co-existence gives rise to conflicts and internal tensions in the text.  
The second chapter focuses on a discussion of realistic characteristics of The 
Women. Combining both historical materials and her own experience, Naylor 
successfully creates representative black American women characters in the 1970s 
and describes the common settings in which her characters live. At the same time, she 
employs objective narrative and strict sequential development, which are devices 















in the novel is also discussed. 
The third chapter studies postmodernism in The Women, which is mainly reflected 
by postmodern literary techniques. Postmodern devices employed in this novel 
include intertextuality, blurring of fiction and reality fragmentation and juxtaposition 
of simultaneous events, and indeterminacy. All this techniques are employed to 
weaken the constructed reality and the realistic representation.   
The fourth chapter discusses postmodern realism in The Women. The conflict of 
realism and postmodernism is mainly embodied in the conflict of reality and fantasy, 
and the conflict of objective narrative and its disruption. The reasons that may explain 
the conflict between realism and postmodernism include Naylor’s ambivalent attitude 
towards the two –isms; the discontinuous process of writing of the novel; and her 
identity as an African American women writer. With many conflicting elements, the 
book achieves its unique aesthetic effect.  
 Conclusion presents a summary of the thesis, and gives a brief introduction to 
the domestic research into Gloria Naylor and her works at present, which reveals 
possibilities of much more further study.  
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Along with Toni Morrison and Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor is frequently regarded 
as one of the significant contemporary African-American writers who focus on black 
female experience. In the relatively short period of time since the publication of her 
first novel in 1982, Naylor has produced a body of work that is hard to be categorized. 
Through her five novels published to date, she is linked with a wide range of earlier 
writers, from Shakespeare and Dante to Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison.  
Born in 1950, in New York, to Roosevelt and Alberta McAlpin Naylor, Gloria 
Naylor is the oldest of their three daughters. Her parents were migrants from 
Robinsonville, Mississippi, where they used to work as cotton sharecroppers. In New 
York, her father worked as a subway motorman and her mother a telephone operator. 
As a child, Naylor is quiet, shy, and precocious. She “seldom talked, read a book a day, 
and wrote what her third-grade teacher thought was terrifying science fiction” (Lewis, 
1996: 171). Her mother plays a significant role in cultivating her interest in writing. 
To encourage her daughter’s creativity, Alberta Naylor bought her a diary and spiral 
notebooks which were filled with observations, poems, and short stories by the little 
girl. After graduation from high school in 1968, Gloria Naylor worked as a Jehovah’s 
Witness missionary in New York, North Carolina, and Florida until 1975. Then she 
gave up missionary work before returning to New York City, where she worked in 
several hotels as a telephone operator and attended Medgar Evers College briefly. In 
1980, Naylor had an unsuccessful marriage and one year later, she completed a B.A. 
in English at Brooklyn College. It is in college that she first discovered black women 
writers. She told Toni Morrison later in an interview, “I was 27 years old before I 
knew Black women even wrote books” (Naylor, 1993: 570). Receiving a fellowship to 
Yale University in 1981, she earned an M.A. in African American Studies in 1983.  
Published in 1982, The Women of Brewster Place has won Naylor the American 















first one is when the novel was published by Viking in 1982, the second one when the 
novel was produced as a made-for-television movie in 1989, and the third one when 
the novel was adapted into a musical in 2007. Without exception, each of the three 
lives has greatly appealed to its readers or viewers, which might to a certain degree be 
attributed to Naylor’s skillful application of postmodern realism.  
 The Women, subtitled as A Novel in Seven Stories, is set in a northern 
urban-housing development that black people have inherited from a succession of 
other ethnic groups such as the Irish and Italians. The book relates stories of seven 
black women from varying age groups and social backgrounds, who come to the 
dead-end street called Brewster Place because they have no other alternatives. Most of 
them come from the South. The women become a strong support group for each other 
as they struggle with pain and frustration when finding their dreams constantly 
thwarted as a result of their race, gender, and economic status.  
A careful reading of the book reveals that many unsettled conflicts exist, which, 
to a certain extent, are aligned with distinctions between realist conventions and 
postmodernist experimentalism in the book. One obvious conflict lies in its structure. 
There is a serious dispute over its genre. Is it a novel or a collection of short stories? 
On the one hand, critics such as Rolf Lundén argue that Naylor’s work is not a novel 
but a short story cycle, because the book has no clearly discernable protagonist, theme, 
or setting, and each chapter focuses on a different woman who experiences and 
endures conflicts within herself and as a result of her interactions with others (Lundén, 
1999: 71). On the other hand, critics such as Cheryl Lynn Johnson hold that The 
Women is a novel. In their opinion, the central character and theme of the novel are 
fused into one entity, black women, that is to say, the seven women constitute the 
major protagonist or character of the book, and their struggles against racism and 
sexism comprise its theme (Johnson, 1997: 23). 
 Besides the conflict over its genre, closure and deferral construct another conflict 
in the book. After presenting six individual stories, each focusing on a particular 
character, Naylor adds a seventh, entitled “The Block Party”, to perhaps round off the 















the block before Lorraine and Theresa move in. However, the narrative of the party is 
in fact Mattie’s dream vision and the real party has yet to take place. Whether the real 
one will be held as successful as the imagined one is still unknown to the reader. Thus, 
the open ending subverts the seeming closure and serves as a means of deferral. 
 Aside from the above conflicts, there are some less obvious ones in the book, 
such as those between unity and fragmentation, and community and individuality. 
Having aroused so many conflicts, Naylor has not offered definite and obvious 
solutions in her book, because her intention is focused on story-telling instead of 
problem-solving. As Naylor states, she wrote her first novel “to celebrate the female 
spirit and the ability to transcend and also to give a microcosm of Black women in 
America – Black women who are faced by a wall of racism and sexism” (Cleage, 
1988: 57). In a similar way, when talking about the unattainable dreams of most of her 
characters, Naylor says “I guess they all have a dream they never quite realize. The 
idea was just to see them trying” (Carabi, 2004: 116). By saying that, Naylor’s 
postmodern ontological awareness is revealed that what women of Brewster Place 
dream of is not as important as the fact that they dream. Actually, to achieve her goal 
of writing, Gloria Naylor attempts to use realism and postmodernism in a subtle way. 
And at the same time, those conflicts in the book have produced unique aesthetic 
effect.  
 Realistic and postmodern characteristics in The Women have noticed by critics. 
For instance, Annie Gottlieb has acknowledged both the realistic and mythic elements 
in the novel. On the one hand, she comments that Naylor has given “shrewd and 
lyrical portrayal of many of the realities of black life” (Gottlieb, 1993: 4); on the other 
hand, she chooses to see the book not as realistic but mythic, because the characters 
“seem constantly on the verge of breaking out into magical powers” (Gottlieb, 1993: 
4). Generally speaking, critical attention is made on realistic and postmodernist 
characteristics separately. Whereas critics such as María Ruth Noriega Sánchez have 
decidedly categorized the book into traditional realism, basing their conclusion on 
Naylor’s vivid description of diverse underprivileged black women (Sánchez, 2002: 















postmodern texts, in Naylor’s first novel. Specifically, the book is often linked with 
Jean Toomer’s Cane, Ann Petry’s The Street and Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. In 
“Authorial Dreams of Wholeness: (Dis)Unity, (Literary) Parentage, and The Women of 
Brewster Place”, Michael Awkward claims that the relation of The Women to Their 
Eyes Were Watching God and The Bluest Eye is not a parodic one, and Cane and For 
Colored Girls provide the textual foundation and material for the author’s provocative 
explorations of the potential richness of narrative disunity (Awkward, 1993: 37). In 
“The Ornamentation of Old Ideas: Gloria Naylor’s First Three Novels”, James Robert 
Saunders discusses the similarities between The Women and Ann Petry’s The Street, 
and points out that Naylor’s women might anticipate prospects for a better future than 
those in Petry’s (Saunders, 1993: 249).  
 Obviously, a systematic study of postmodern realism in The Women has not yet 
been found. In other words, few critics have noticed that the novel features prominent 
postmodern realism despite respective critical attention to its realistic and postmodern 
elements. Given the lack of an analysis of postmodern realism in The Women and the 
increasing popularity of this critical concept, this thesis is devoted to fill the gap. 
More theoretical discussion about postmodern realism will be presented in the first 
chapter. 
 Here are a few words about the structure of this thesis. The thesis attempts to 
explore postmodern realism in Gloria Naylor’s The Women in a descriptive way. The 
first chapter outlines the evolution of postmodern realism, and gives a temporary 
definition of postmodern realism. Chapter Two discusses realistic characteristics in 
The Women. Chapter Three explores postmodernism, specifically postmodern literary 
devices, in The Women. Chapter Four discusses the conflict of realism and 
postmodernism in the novel and provides possible reasons for to the conflict. 
Consequently, this thesis concludes with a brief summary of the thesis and presents 













Chapter One  Postmodern Realism 
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Chapter One  Postmodern Realism 
Since the 1980s more and more readers have kept postmodernist novels at a 
respectful distance. Many postmodern writers began to retrospect writing 
methods of traditional novels, aware of the great importance of readers’ interest 
and readers’ response to literary creation. The excessively experimental writing of 
postmodernism comes to be replaced by a relatively traditional, conservative 
narration which is much closer to realism. However, after a radical reform by 
postmodernism of contemporary language, culture, history and ideology, the 
realism is on no account the one in the 19th or the first half of the 20th century, but 
a highly improved “neo-realism” or “postmodern realism. (Liu, 2001: 53)  
The above statement briefly shows the origin of postmodern realism and its 
characteristics. Largely because of its nature of self-reflection, postmodernist fiction 
becomes less popular with its readers. To satisfy readers’ demand, postmodern writers 
attempt to return to realism which is more related with social action. Certainly, they 
can not escape from the profound influence of postmodernism which has exerted an 
irreplaceable influence on the contemporary world. Consequently, the mixture of 
realism and postmodernism gives rise to postmodern realism. Since the rise of 
postmodern realism is in the wake of the decline of postmodernism, the discussion of 
postmodern realism should begin with the discussion of the decay of postmodernism.  
1.1 Background of Postmodern Realism 
1.1.1 Decline of Postmodernism 
Since the Second World War, especially the 1960s, postmodernism has been on 
the stage. It is a pervasive phenomenon, influencing not only literature, but also music, 
art, and architecture. Nevertheless, in spite of its pervasiveness, there is no precise 
definition of postmodernism at all. Ihab Hassan says many artists and thinkers of our 
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